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ever}* stage of its historical development reflects, ia its own pro-
vince man's active relation to his environment./

Plato referred to this special irrationality of poetry in the
quotation already made frqm Ion. This was what Shelley meant
when he said: "Poetry is something not subject to the active
powers of the mind".

(d) Poetry is composed of words

This may seem a commonplace, but nothing is commonplace
if it is, at almost all times and occasions, forgotten by those who
should know it. For instance we have Matthew Arnold: "For
poetry the idea is everything; the rest is a world of illusion, of
divine illusion. Poetry attaches its emotion to the idea: the
idea 15 the fact. The strongest part of our religion to-day is its
unconscious poetry."

We know that the last sentence distorts a real truth. But the
first two are so muddled that it is difficult to pick out the actual
meaning, although subsequent chapters will show that Arnold,
as a good craftsman, was indicating an important aspect of
poetry.

Shelley uses the same loose speech: "Language, colour, form
and religious and civil habits of actions, are all the instruments
and materials of poetry; they may be called poetry by that
figure of speech which considers the effect as a synonym of the
cause."

Beneath the looseness is the truth that poetry is produced by
man's real existence in society.

He also says: "The distinction between poets and prose
writers is a vulgar error. . . . Plato was essentially a poet.
Lord Bacon was a poet. ... A poem is the very image of life
expressed in its external truth. ..."

Here he talks with a looseness which conceals nothing.
Bacon was not a poet. These overstatements are attempts to
justify poetry at the time when the sweeping away of "idyllic
relations" by the development of bourgeois economy has started
to give the poet an inferiority complex.
y-Mallarmes advice to his'painter friend is well known:
^Poetry is written with words, not ideas",yThis adds to our
own positive characteristic a negative one that we cannot
endorse. Poetry certainly evokes ideas, i.e. memory images, or
it would be mere sound. We confine ourselves here therefore to
the proposition: "Poetry is composed of words".

The reader will see that this characteristic is really generated
by the preceding characteristic, "Poetry is difficult to translate".
For if poetry were written only with ideas, i.e. with the aim of
stimulating only ideas in the hearer, it could be translated by